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The foreign ministers of Costa Rica and Nicaragua appear to have settled the diplomatic crisis that
arose when 14 small Nicaraguan communities near the Costa Rican border announced they wanted
to be annexed to Costa Rica. The separatist movement is only the latest in a series of quarrels
between the two countries in recent years, brought on largely by the contrast between the extreme
poverty of Nicaraguans especially those living close to the border and the relative affluence in Costa
Rica. Between 300,000 and 700,000 Nicaraguans now live in Costa Rica, most of whom emigrated
in search of employment. The more conservative estimate would put the number at 15% of Costa
Rica's 3.5 million population.
In 1997, the Costa Rican government issued 25,000 temporary work permits that allowed
Nicaraguans to cross the border to work in agriculture, construction, and domestic service, triple the
number in 1995. Remittances sent home by Nicaraguan workers average US$400 million per year
and are vital to the Nicaraguan economy. In 1997, the two countries tried to work out broad bilateral
cooperation, but failed because of differences regarding migration and squabbles about small-scale
fishing rights in areas where their territorial waters meet.

Residents in Rivas say Nicaragua has abandoned them
The Comision para la Defensa de los Derechos Humanos de Centroamerica (CODEHUCA) recently
said the Nicaraguan government did nothing to prevent emigration to Costa Rica, such as providing
employment and public services at home. Many border residents agree. On June 5, residents in 14
small communities in the Nicaraguan municipality of Cardenas, in the southwestern department
of Rivas near the Costa Rican border, announced their intention to annex their towns to Costa Rica.
They cited as the reason Nicaragua's failure to provide basic health care, schools, and other services.
With few economic opportunities in their communities, the residents find themselves partly
absorbed into the Costa Rican economy. Trade is carried out in Costa Rican currency, some children
attend school in Costa Rican towns, and Costa Rican clinics are easier to get to than those on the
Nicaraguan side. "This is like no man's land," said one resident. Armando Rorrentes, mayor of
Cardenas, said on a radio broadcast that the 6,000 people living in the communities have been
abandoned by Nicaraguan authorities.
Costa Rica assured Nicaragua that it played no part in the separatist movement and said the matter
was an internal Nicaraguan affair. President Arnoldo Aleman said he was concerned about the
problems of the inhabitants of the border communities, which he blamed on neglect by previous
governments. He admitted, however, that his administration's economic problems have left the zone
without adequate state institutions.

©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute
All rights reserved.

Page 1 of 3

LADB Article Id: 54676
ISSN: 1089-1560

"Those people urgently need help." Aleman quickly announced new social programs for the
border communities to head off the annexationist movement, promising roads, schools, and health
centers. He could not say when the projects would begin but said it would be as soon as possible.
of expansionism In contrast to Aleman's promises to improve conditions in the area, Nicaraguan
Foreign Minister Emilio Alvarez intensified the crisis by saying, "Costa Rica has a historical
tendency to expand its borders."
In the same vein, Cardinal Miguel Obando y Bravo advised the government to protect its
sovereignty, and a Nicaraguan daily newspaper referred to the separatist incident as another
"Guanacastazo," a reference to the 1824 annexation of Nicaraguan territory that became part of
Costa Rica's Guanacaste province.
In 1995, a separatist movement led by a Costa Rican, Augusto Rodriguez, attempted to take part of
Nicaragua into a short-lived independent "Republic of Airrecu" (see NotiSur, 07/28/95). Costa Rican
Foreign Minister Roberto Rojas rejected Alvarez's assertion, saying that the separatist movement
was a local matter over which the Costa Rican government had no control. He sent two diplomatic
notes to the Nicaraguan Embassy asking for clarification of Alvarez's expansionism remark and
reminding Alvarez that the annexation of 1824 happened under very different historical conditions.
The crisis temporarily worsened on June 25, when Costa Rica halted the issuance of border passes
that allow Nicaraguans living in San Juan and Rivas departments to enter the country. Rojas
explained that the Minister of Security recommended the move to investigate certain problems
in the system. Nicaragua retaliated with a similar ban on Costa Ricans. Foreign ministers refer
migration issues to UN body On June 26, Alvarez met with Rojas in Managua to iron out solutions
to the annexation and migration problems. In a joint communique, they said their talks had been
productive and cordial. Rojas told reporters in Nicaragua that the matter of Alvarez's "expansionist"
remark was settled and that Alvarez had offered apologies.
The major decision was to seek help from the UN's International Organization for Migration (IOM),
based in Brussels, to resolve their migratory problems. Rojas said turning migration issues over to
an international organization was important because "from now on a neutral entity will make the
determinations."
The ministers also agreed that: * Costa Rica will resume issuance of entry permits to Nicaraguan
residents in the border areas; * both sides will make renewed efforts to increase the number of
boundary markers along the poorly defined border; * Nicaragua formally recognized that Costa
Rica has no territorial ambitions in Nicaragua and that it did not hold the Costa Rican government
responsible for the events in Rivas department.
"The present government of Costa Rica is in faithful compliance with its border commitments
and, as a consequence, it is obvious that it shows no interest in extending its border," said the
declaration; * the two sides will sign an agreement of cooperation among their respective diplomatic
academies to contribute to the exchange and training of their diplomats; and * both sides will sign
a separate accord on reciprocal promotion and protection of investments. While the communique
assigned no blame for the separatist episode, in a meeting between Rojas and Obando y Bravo,
©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute
All rights reserved.

Page 2 of 3

LADB Article Id: 54676
ISSN: 1089-1560

the prelate told Rojas, "I think our government ought to pay a little more attention to the people of
Cardenas."
Obando y Bravo had warned earlier in the month that the government must improve services in the
border area or it could lose other areas to separatism. Costa Rica cracks down on illegal immigrants
In the aftermath of the diplomatic crisis, Rojas announced a crackdown along the border to prevent
the entry of illegal immigrants. He said some 8,000 illegal immigrants from Nicaragua had been
deported between January and May.
Another 1,500 are being processed for deportation. Minister of Public Security Juan Rafael Lizano
said "Nicaraguan migration to Costa Rica is massive and it is having an impact on health services,
housing, and education." [Sources: Notimex, 05/29/98, 06/13/98, 06/15/98; Inter Press Service,
06/15/98, 06/24/98; La Prensa (Nicaragua), 06/01/98, 06/14/98, 06/15/98, 06/26/98, 06/27/98; La Nacion
(Costa Rica), 06/27/98, 07/01/98; Spanish news service EFE, 06/15/98, 07/03/98]
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